Donna Diers, renowned and beloved nursing leader and health policy researcher, died on February 23, 2013 in New Haven, CT. Donna was the Dean and Annie Goodrich Professor Emeritus at Yale University School of Nursing (YSN), serving as the School's sixth dean from 1972 to 1985. She was also a member of the Institute of Medicine, an American Academy of Nursing Living Legend, recipient of the American Nurses Association Jessie M. Scott Award and an honorary degree from the University of Wyoming. Many remember her 8 years as Editor of Image: Journal of Nursing Scholarship, the official journal of the Honor Society of Nursing, Sigma Theta Tau International (STTI). She wrote lively and compelling editorials that nurses still quote today. She was also an incredible mentor, colleague, teacher, writer, and friend to nurses in the United States, Australia, New Zealand, the UK, and other locales. On the Yale University School of Nursing website (http://nursing.yale.edu/ remembrances-donna-diers), one can read heartfelt tributes to Donna written by many of the people whose lives she touched. Yet, she was more than an editor, writer, reviewer, and thinker. She was one of the most inspiring nurse leaders in health policy, whose pathbreaking scholarship in nursing and health policy was recognized by nurses and other scholars worldwide.
Donna was a staunch advocate for advanced practice nurses, especially nurse-midwives. She constantly reminded us of the importance of bringing data and other forms of evidence to the policy arena, whether regarding advanced practice nursing scope of practice or any other issue. She also was politically savvy and harkened that data alone are insufficient for policy change changing without a sharp analysis of the politics underlying any policy debate.
She authored articles in Policy, Politics, & Nursing Practice (PPNP) and numerous other journals in nursing, medicine, and health care. Always a reliable and insightful manuscript reviewer, she was also known for her indefatigable willingness to read drafts of health policy papers from present or former students and colleagues. Many of us recall her poignant and sometimes stinging comments, written in pencil with her steady and familiar handwriting in margins and reverse sides of printed pages. But no matter how blunt her comments, she usually had suggestions for rewrites or revisions that could eventually get the paper into shape for publication.
Donna's health policy and nursing scholarship can (with some difficulty) be clustered into three major areas: (a) health policy as a nonnegotiable component of nursing practice, education, and research; (b) the importance of research and analysis based on clinical and financial data from health care delivery systems; and (c) nursing scholarship that opened new vistas on health policy broadly defined, including dissemination of evidence, analyzing the politics of policymaking to unravel how relationships among people and problems could affect policy outcomes, and insights from case studies that illuminated the nuances and intricacies of the policy process.
Regarding her insistence that health policy is a nonnegotiable component of nursing practice, education, and research, she claimed that nurses must understand the contexts of the care they provide. For Donna, such knowledge was essential for nurses in any type of setting and at every level of education. Contexts of care encompassed knowledge of government systems, financing of care, organization of nursing care, reimbursement for nursing in various roles and settings, and the history of current policies.
The context for Donna's own most recent research was hospital settings. She was enthralled with research using hospital data. As a collaborator with the late John D. Thompson, a developer of diagnostic related groups (DRGs), Donna studied with one of the best in the field. Thompson and his colleague, Robert B. Fetter, both Yale professors, started their research in 1967. In 1983, the federal government adapted DRGs to pay hospitals for Medicare beneficiaries, even though the DRG classifications were not intended to be a payment system. Donna collaborated with Dr. Thompson on several projects and they lectured widely on implementation of DRGs as a Medicare prospective payment system and related research. Their scholarship set the stage for Donna's subsequent emersion in uses of data for decision-making, which became the basis for a course by the same name at YSN and Yale School of Public Health, where she also taught.
Not one to limit nursing's innovation and always one to push the boundaries of nursing scholarship, especially in health policy, Donna mentored hundreds of people in their quest to improve care and understand health care delivery systems. After quietly listening to nurses explain their practice, research, or policy challenges, she would easily distill the pearl of wisdom, kernel of a research project, or policy that needed changing, and encourage nurses to pursue such goals.
I had the privilege of knowing Donna when she was Dean at YSN from 1977 to 1980 and I was in one of the first cohorts of "three year students." Today, we would be called 493476P PNXXX10.1177 Remembering Donna Diers "second degree students," or identified as Graduate Entry Professional Nursing (GEPN) students at YSN. Donna, with YSN faculty colleague Ann Slavinsky, developed a model of nursing education that granted a master's in nursing as the first nursing degree to students with previous degrees in other subjects. At one point, I started to think that I had made the wrong choice by pursuing nursing. When I conferred with Donna, she encouraged me to link nursing with my previous endeavors and interests. Knowing my interest in political science and policy, she told me that President Jimmy Carter was rescinding previously appropriated federal funds for nursing education and that I should contact the students and faculty at University of Michigan, who were planning to go to Washington, D.C. and lobby Congress to reinstate the funding. She provided me with the telephone number of a University of Michigan faculty member (I think it was Beatrice Kalisch) and told me to organize the Yale nursing students to connect with the University of Michigan group. In the years before mobile telephones or e-mails, this was not as easy as it might be today. Nonetheless, a group of us from YSN took an early train from New Haven to Washington, met with our Michigan colleagues, spoke to members of Congress or their staff about the importance of federal funds for nursing education, and returned to New Haven that same evening. Our efforts (and those of nurses nationwide) proved successful and Carter reinstated the appropriations. Kalisch's book, Politics of Nursing (1982) has the historic photo of that memorable rainy day (p. 81), when we posed on the Capitol steps.
After that successful foray, Donna encouraged me to apply for the National League for Nursing/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 1979 summer health policy fellowship in Washington. I did so, was accepted and placed in the new Health Care Financing Administration (currently the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services). These experiences lead to a series of professional positions that set me on the path of health policy and nursing. Since then, Donna was always a steadfast adviser, reassuring mentor, and trusted colleague.
I recount this story as an example of how Donna encouraged nurses to link their clinical expertise and interests with health policy. I am one of many who can tell a similar story of the impact Donna had on their lives, whether in research, policy, practice, networking with colleagues around the world, or writing for publication.
The best thing we can do to celebrate Donna's contributions to nursing and health policy is to continue our commitment to health policy scholarship. She would want us to be bold, innovative, and never blindly accept the status quo. With that in mind, let's honor Donna by being mindful of her vision and legacies as we continue to advance scholarship on policy, politics, and nursing practice.
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